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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR TRACKING USER SELECTIONS MADE OVER A 
5 BIDIRECTIONAL COMMUNICATION SYSTEM 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention generally relates to the field of data 
communications over a bidirectional communication system. More specifically, the 
10 invention is directed to a method and system for tracking selections made by users, for 
example, the selection of particular advertisements by users, and for creating a profile 
and/or identifying each user and presenting to each user selected and/or customized 
advertisements. 

15 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Bidirectional communication systems, such as the Internet, bring people 

from all corners of the world together, providing for the exchange of ideas, information, 

and the like. The Internet is fast replacing other more conventional means of 

communication, such as the mail and telephone. 
20 As is well known, the Internet is used by a number of content providers, 

which provide information, services, and the like, e.g., on their respective web sites. 

Many of these site operators sell advertising space on their sites to third party 

advertisers, which a user may click on to be directed to the advertiser's web site. Some 

of those content providers are publishers of newspapers, magazines, and the like, which 
25 provide access to their publications electronically over the Internet. Other content 

providers include those entities engaged in electronic commerce. 

Typically, both content and advertising are presented to a user at the same 

time. It is difficult for a user to pursue both content and advertising simultaneously. 

Thus, what is lacking is the ability to pursue one without losing or disregarding the 
30 other. 

1 
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Internet advertising is also temporal in that there is no provision for 
efficiently and/or intelligently storing particular advertisements selected by a user, or of 
interest to the user. If the user is in a hurry, he or she may elect not to read an 
advertisement he or she otherwise would want to read. 
5 Accordingly, it will be apparent to those skilled in the art that there 

continues to be a need for a method and system for presenting particular advertisements 
and/or other information to certain users of a bidirectional communication system which 
uses a user profile and/or identification to handle those advertisements and/or 
information for that user. There is also a need for tracking and/or storing those 
10 advertisements and/or information of interest to a particular user. The present invention 
addresses such needs. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

According to the present invention, a method and system are provided for 

15 presenting information, for example, selected advertisements, to a user of a bidirectional 
communication system, such as the Internet or any other two-way network. In one 
illustrative embodiment, a user selects certain advertisements relating to goods and/or 
services on a web site, and those selections are stored by the system. Subsequently, 
when the user returns to the same site or to the system's site, the selected 

20 advertisements, as well as possibly new advertisements related to the same goods and/or 
services, are available to the user upon his or her request. 

In one embodiment, the system provides for the registration of users and 
includes a number of different storage options from which a user may select when he or 
she registers with the system, such as automatically storing each selected advertisement, 

25 querying the user upon each selection, and the like. 

In one illustrative embodiment, the present invention may be implemented 
using a computer network-based system associated with a web site which includes a 
processor operative to receive advertisement selections from a user and to store the 
selections in a database for future retrieval. When the user returns to the web site linked 

30 to the system, and requests their stored information, the processor retrieves the user's 
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profile, optionally determines whether any new advertisements are available for 
advertisers listed in the user's profile, and presents any such new advertisements to the 
user, in addition to the stored information. 

In another illustrative embodiment, the system maintains a number of 
5 databases for each user, each of which corresponds to a particular web site visited by the 
user. These databases may reside at the system, or alternatively may reside at the 
various web sites. 

Thus, the system of the present invention in one illustrative embodiment 
includes a central computer system comprising an interface to communicate with remote 

10 users and/or content providers over a communications network facility, and a processor, 
programmed to receive advertisements for users and to create user profiles, and to 
present to each user, upon request, the stored information and, optionally, additional 
information, such as new advertisements, based upon each user's profile. 

According to another illustrative embodiment of the invention, the system 

15 creates an "ad-file" for each registered user, into which selected advertisements are 
stored for future retrieval and presentation to the user. In this manner, a user does not 
need to spend time reading an advertisement at the time it is presented to him or her at a 
web site, but may do so whenever it is convenient for the user. 

In one embodiment, the system maintains an ad-file for each site visited 

20 by a user, with the ad-files residing at either the system or, alternatively, at the various 
web sites themselves. In addition, the system preferably maintains one global ad-file for 
each user which stores all of the advertisements selected by that user at the various web 
sites. 

An illustrative method according to the present invention includes the 
25 steps of: presenting at least one advertisement to a user; creating a profile for the user if 
the user selects the advertisement; and, subsequently presenting the user with the 
advertisement and with additional information related to the original advertisement when 
the user returns to the system. 

30 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
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Other objects, features and advantages of the invention discussed in the 
above summary of the invention will be more clearly understood when taken together 
with the following detailed description of the embodiments which will be understood as 
being illustrative only, and the accompanying drawings reflecting aspects of those 
5 embodiments, in which: 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a system for creating advertising profiles for 
users on a bidirectional communication system according to one illustrative embodiment 
of the present invention; and 

FIG. 2 is a flow chart depicting the operational flow of the system of 

10 FIG. 1. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

Referring now to the drawings, and particularly to FIG. 1, there is shown 
a system 10 for storing and subsequently presenting selected advertisements to a user of 

15 a bidirectional communication system, such as the Internet or other two-way network, 
according to an illustrative embodiment of the present invention. Generally, the system 
includes a central tracking system 12 for receiving, storing, and presenting selected 
advertisements to users who access the system. The tracking system 12 creates and 
maintains a plurality of advertisement databases (i.e. "ad-files") for various users, with 

20 the ad-files storing user-selected advertisements for future retrieval, as is described in 
greater detail below. The tracking system is connected to a communication network 
facility 14 which provides for communication via telephone lines, data lines, or a 
functionally equivalent link to a number of remote users, each located at a respective 
terminal 16, and to a number of remote sites 18, for example, web sites, operated by 

25 various content providers, each of which includes a web server 21 programmed to 
present content to users over the network facility 14, as is conventional. The 
"terminals" referred to herein may be computers, telephones, facsimile machines, or any 
other suitable device which allows for bidirectional communication over a network, and 
includes an interface having well known hardware and software structure such as a 

30 modem, tone decoder, networking interface, and the like, which is operative to initiate a 

4 
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connection via the communication network facility 14 to the central tracking system 12 
or to one of the web sites 18. 

It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that the communication 
network facility 14 may be a telephone, facsimile, or data network system, a cellular 
5 telephone system, or any other suitable communication system. As is well known in the 
art, data may be transmitted over a conventional telephone network system, and data 
terminals can be attached to a cellular telephone for receiving and sending information. 
In addition, the communication network facility may include the Internet, a wide area 
network (WAN), a local area network (LAN), local computer terminals, or other 

10 suitable computer-based networks. Thus, it will be apparent that any communications 
network facility which allows for the bidirectional transmission of data is suitable for use 
with the central tracking system 12 of the present invention. 

The central tracking system 12 in one illustrative embodiment includes a 
private system and preferably is located at the service provider's facility or similarly 

15 secure facilities. Alternatively, the system 12 may be part of a public network. For 
example, Internet service providers such as CompuServe®, America Online®, 
Earthlink®, and others provide access to various web sites to thereby make the data 
available to subscribers. Thus, it will be apparent that the system 10 of the present 
invention can either be implemented as a private network, or may be implemented in 

20 connection with a public network, for example, the Internet. 

In one illustrative embodiment, the central tracking system 12 includes a 
number of communication ports C connected to the communication network facility 14 
for simultaneous, two-way communication with one or more of the users 16 and/or web 
sites 18, The respective communication ports C are also connected to an interface 19 

25 which is part of the central tracking system 12 and represents and incorporates well 

known hardware and software structures to allow for simultaneous communications with 
plural users and web sites. While only one tracking system 12 is shown, it will be 
apparent that there may be a plurality of such systems, each of which corresponds to one 
or more of the web sites or the like. 

30 The central tracking system 12 further includes a processor 20 and 
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memory 22. The processor 20 is coupled to the interface 19 to communicate 
information with the remote users via the terminals 16 and with the remote web sites 18, 
as is described in greater detail below. The memory 22 is electrically connected to the 
processor, and receives and stores data from the processor, such as user profile 
5 information regarding selected advertisements, the advertisements themselves, as well as 
user registration information supplied by the users upon registering with the system 12. 

In one illustrative embodiment, the memory 22 is hierarchical and may 
include cache memory, RAM memory, disk subsystem memory, optical media, and/or 
tape and remote storage devices that can be accessed as needed. 

10 The system 10 of the present invention creates and maintains a number of 

databases which serve to link various predetermined advertisements (e.g., "ad-file 
enabled advertisements") to the appropriate tracking system 12, so that a user who 
selects an advertisement is at least initially directed to the system 12, rather than being 
directed to the advertiser's web site, to provide the user with the option of creating 

15 and/or modifying his or her ad-file, as is described in greater detail below. In one 

embodiment, a first database links each advertisement to a unique ad system URL which 
identifies the particular advertisement. In the case of ad-file enabled advertisements, 
each advertisement includes an embedded URL which links the advertisement to an ad 
server 30 which maintains the first database in memory 32. Thus, when a user clicks on 

20 the advertisement, instead of being directed to the advertiser's web site (via the ad 
server), as is conventional, the user is instead routed to the ad server, which then 
accesses the first database to determine the URL of the appropriate ad-file (which is 
preferably stored at one of the tracking systems 12). The ad server and the first database 
are controlled by the web sites 18, and may reside anywhere, so long as the web sites 

25 may access them when a user clicks on an ad-file enabled advertisement. Alternatively, 
the system may be designed such that the ad server is accessed regardless of whether the 
advertisement is ad-file enabled, with the ad server then accessing the association table 
in the database to determine an appropriate tracking system URL based on the particular 
advertisement that was selected, as is described in greater detail below. 

30 The tracking system 12 which maintains the appropriate ad-file also stores 
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a number of databases, which may be in the form of association tables. One association 
table links the ad system URL with an advertisement identification number, which serves 
to uniquely identify the advertisement selected by the user at the web site 18. The 
association table also links the advertisement ID number to the actual advertisement 
5 URL (i.e., the real URL associated with the advertisement). Alternatively, the 

advertisement URL may be provided by the ad server, as is described in greater detail 
below. It will be understood that each tracking system 12 may service a number of ad- 
file URLs, such that a plurality of different URLs direct the user to the same system 12, 
where the system can determine the appropriate advertiser URL by accessing the 

10 association table in the database. 

The tracking system 12 also maintains a user identifying database which, 
in one illustrative embodiment, relies on the receipt of "cookies" to determine the 
identity of the user. As is well known in the art, a cookie is a unique identifier sent by a 
content provider the first time content is sent to a particular computer that is typically 

15 associated with a user. The cookie is stored on the user's machine, and is transmitted by 
the user's machine with each subsequent request to that particular content provider to 
identify the user. Thus, the user identifying database associates cookies with a unique 
user ID number, and with that user's profile. Alternatively, the system may simply ask 
the user to enter a user name and/or password for identification purposes. 

20 Preferably, the system 12 also maintains a log file, which stores a user ID 

number, the advertisement identification number, a time stamp, and the action 
performed (e.g., whether the ad was saved in the user's ad-file or not). 

The special features of the system of the present invention are 
implemented, in part, by software programs stored in memory 22 of the central tracking 

25 system 12. The software programs are stored in one or more preselected data files and 
are accessible by the processor 20, the function of which is described in greater detail in 
connection with FIG. 2. 

The system 10 may store the user-selected advertisement in many 
different ways. In one embodiment, the system 10 maintains a "global" ad-file for each 

30 user, which is a data file that stores each advertisement selected by a user at the various 
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web sites. The global ad-file preferably resides at the tracking system 12. 
Alternatively, the system may maintain a number of "local" ad-files for each user 
corresponding to the various web sites visited by the user. The local ad-files may reside 
at each web site, or alternatively at the tracking system 12, but preferably in a manner 
5 transparent to the user. 

Thus, in one illustrative embodiment of the invention, an advertiser may 
provide a conventional advertising banner (i.e., graphics) to the operator of the ad-file 
tracking system 12, along with an embedded URL of the advertiser. The operator of the 
tracking system 12 stores the banner and embedded URL, and provides an ad-file URL 

10 to the advertiser, which the advertiser provides to the web site operator, along with the 
banner. The web site operator then links the ad-file URL with the advertisement in the 
association table in the database. Thus, when a user clicks on the banner, the user is not 
directed to the advertiser's web site, but instead is directed to the ad server associated 
with the web site operator. As described above, the ad server then accesses the database 

15 to determine the appropriate ad-file URL for that advertisement, and directs the user to 
that URL, as is described in greater detail below. 

Alternatively, the operator of a web site 18 may contract with the 
operator of the system 12, and provide the operator of the system 12 with one or more 
advertising banners previously received from various advertisers, along with the URL(s) 

20 associated with the advertisement(s). The operator of the system 12 stores those banners 
and URLs, and then provides the web site 18 with various ad-file URLs to link to the 
corresponding advertisements. 

It will be apparent that the invention can be implemented by web site 
content providers such as publishers and the like, by brand advertisers, either on their 

25 own web sites or on content provider web sites, by entities engaged in electronic 
commerce, and the like. 

Referring now to FIG. 2, the operation of the system 10 of the present 
invention is described in conjunction with the above structural description of the central 
tracking system 12 and the remote user terminals 16. As illustrated in FIG. 2, the 

30 process begins when a user at one of the remote terminals 16 accesses a content 
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provider's web site 18 via the communication network facility 14. Once communication 
is established with the web site 18, operation begins at step 50, and the user receives 
information from the web server at the web site, which includes one or more 
advertisements, as is conventional. At step 52, the user clicks on one of the 
5 advertisements, desiring to be directed to the advertiser's web site. At step 54, the ad 
server 30 maintained by the web site determines the appropriate ad system URL, with 
the ad system URL directing the user to the tracking system 12 and also including a 
unique ad identifier to identify the advertisement selected by the user. 

Operation then flows to step 58, and the user is directed to the tracking 

10 system 12 via the ad system URL. Also transmitted to the ad system URL is the real 
URL of the advertisement. At step 60, the system 12 determines whether a cookie is 
transmitted from the user's terminal. If so, this indicates that the user has already 
visited the tracking system 12, operation proceeds to step 62, and the system retrieves 
the user's profile. If, on the other hand, the user's terminal 16 does not transmit a 

15 cookie, then operation flows to step 64 and the user is registered as either a first-time 
visitor or as an existing user using a different terminal. 

Once the user's profile is retrieved or created, operation flows to step 66, 
and the system 12 determines, from the user's profile, whether the user's preference is 
to save every advertisement he or she selects. If the user preference is to save every ad, 

20 the user's indication to save the ad and/or the advertisement graphics themselves are 
saved in the user's ad-file at step 68, along with the advertiser's URL, for future 
retrieval. As described above, the advertisement can be stored in a global ad-file, a 
local ad-file, or both. Alternatively, each advertisement may be saved in one central 
database at the system 12, with a user's ad-file simply storing a link to that 

25 advertisement. In that manner, storage space is optimized. Optionally, the user is also 
notified that the advertisement (or a link to the advertisement) has been saved. The user 
may then be directed back to the original web site which presented the advertisement to 
the user. Alternatively, the user may be directed to the advertiser's web site after the 
advertisement has been saved by using the advertiser's URL transmitted by the ad server 

30 30. 
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If, at step 66, the automatic saving of each advertisement is not the user's 
preference, operation instead proceeds to step 70, and the system 12 determines whether 
the user's preference is to be asked whether he or she wishes to go to the advertiser's 
web site. If the user's preference is to be asked whether he or she wishes to go to the 
5 advertiser's web site, operation flows to step 72, and the system 12 queries the user 
whether he or she wishes to be directed to the advertiser's web site. If the user wishes 
to be directed to the advertiser's web site, operation proceeds to step 74, and the system 
stores the advertisement (or the link to it) in the user's ad-file. Operation then proceeds 
to step 76, and the user is directed to the advertiser's web site. 
10 If, at step 70, the user's preference is not the "always ask" option, 

operation proceeds instead to step 78, and the system 12 determines whether the user's 
preference is to always go to the advertiser's web site. If the user's preference is to 
always go to the advertiser's web site, operation proceeds to step 74 and the 
advertisement (or the link to it) is stored in the user's ad-file. Operation then proceeds 
15 to step 76 and the user is directed to the advertiser's web site. 

If at step 78, it is determined that the user's preference is to not always go 
to the advertiser's web site, operation proceeds to step 80, and the user is redirected 
back to the publisher's site. 

Thus, a user will create a file of stored advertisements or links to 
20 advertisements (the user's ad-file), which is maintained at the tracking system 12 in 
memory 22, to which the user may return at some later time. In addition, advertisers 
may have promotions or new advertisements, and will provide those promotions and/or 
new advertisements to the operator of the tracking system 12. Then, when the user 
accesses the system 12, the system retrieves the user's ad-file and presents the 
25 advertisements to the user. In addition, if any of the promotions or new advertisements 
relate to the same goods and/or services as those advertisements stored in the user's ad- 
file, the system may either present the promotions or new advertisement(s) to the user, 
or inform the user that promotions or new advertisements exist and ask the user whether 
he or she wishes to be presented with those promotions or advertisement(s). In this 
30 manner, users may be presented with only certain advertisements based upon the user's 

10 
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profile. 

Alternatively, an advertiser may generate a new advertisement which is 
intended to be a substitute for an old advertisement, or may provide additional 
information to supplement an old advertisement. Thus, the new advertisement (or 
5 supplemental information) may be stored in the ad-files of the users who selected the old 
advertisement, with the old advertisement being removed from those ad-files in the case 
of a new advertisement. In addition, advertisers may have ad schedules, with certain 
advertisements being stored in the various ad-files depending on the time of year. 

When an advertisement is retrieved by the tracking system 12, it may be 
10 provided to the user in a number of ways. In one preferred embodiment, as is described 
above, the advertisement is transmitted to the user via the communication network 
facility 14. Alternatively, the advertisement may be transmitted as an electronic mail 
("email") transmission, a facsimile transmission, or any other suitable transmission. 

From the foregoing, it will be apparent that the system 10 of the present 
15 invention provides a convenient, efficient system for storing and later presenting 
information, for example, selected advertisements, to a user of a bidirectional 
communication system. In addition, the system stores selected advertisements for a user 
which the user may access at some later time to read. 

The system 12 may generate revenue for the system operator in the form 
20 of any one or more of advertising fees, registration fees, and the like. 

While forms of the invention have been described, it will be apparent to 
those skilled in the art that various modifications and improvements may be made 
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention. As such, it is not intended 
that the invention be limited to the illustrative embodiments set forth herein. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 



1 1 . A method for storing and selectively presenting selected information to a 

2 user of a bidirectional communication system, comprising the steps of: 

3 storing data relating to the information in a preselected file, in response to the 

4 selection of the information by the user; and 

5 subsequently presenting the data to the user in response to a user request. 

1 2. The method of claim 1, further including the step of redirecting the user 

2 to a central tracking system in response to the selection of particular information by the 

3 user. 

1 3. The method of claim 1 , wherein the step of storing data comprises storing 

2 the data in a global file at a central tracking system. 

1 4. The method of claim 1 , wherein the step of storing data comprises storing 

2 the data in a selected local file for the user. 

1 5. The method of claim 4, wherein the local file is maintained at a central 

2 tracking system. 

1 6. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of storing data comprises storing 

2 at least one of graphical data, text data, audio, video and identification data. 

1 7. The method of claim 2, wherein the step of storing data comprises storing 

2 data corresponding to each piece of information selected by the user. 

1 8. The method of claim 2, wherein the step of storing data comprises 

2 querying the user whether to store data for each piece of information selected by the 

3 user, and storing data corresponding to the pieces of information that the user designates 

12 
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4 for storage. 

1 9. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of presenting comprises 

2 presenting the data along with additional data relating to the selected information. 

1 10. The method of claim 1 , wherein the information comprises at least one 

2 advertisement, and further including the step of directing the user to a URL of the 

3 selected advertisement after storing the data relating to the selected advertisement. 

1 11. The method of claim 1 , further including the steps of directing the user to 

2 a central tracking system, and creating a profile for the user and registering the user if 

3 the user is a new user. 

1 12. The method of claim 1 , further including the steps of directing the user to 

2 a central tracking system, determining if the user is a registered user, retrieving the 

3 user's profile if the user is a registered user, and presenting additional information based 

4 on said profile. 

1 13. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of storing comprises storing, in 

2 addition to the data relating to the selected information, additional data in the preselected 

3 file, and presenting the additional data to the user in response to the user request. 

1 14. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of storing comprises storing, in 

2 the preselected file, a link to a selected piece of information. 

1 15. The method of claim 1, further including the step of creating a 

2 corresponding file for each site visited by a user, and wherein the step of storing 

3 comprises storing the data in the corresponding file. 

1 16. The method of claim 1 , further including the steps of maintaining a 

13 
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2 database to link selected pieces of information to a central tracking system, and directing 

3 a user to the central tracking system when the user selects one or more of the selected 

4 pieces of information. 



1 17. The method of claim 1, further including the steps of accessing a server 

2 when a user selects a piece of information, and accessing, at the server, a database to 

3 determine an appropriate destination based on the selected information, and routing the 

4 user to the destination. 

1 18. The method of claim 1, further including the steps of maintaining, at a 

2 central tracking system, a database to link unique pieces of information with a URL for 

3 the information. 

1 19. The method of claim 1, further including the step of identifying the user 

2 via a user identification database and information transmitted by the user's terminal. 

1 20. The method of claim 1, wherein the information comprises 

2 advertisements, and wherein the step of storing data comprises the steps of storing the 

3 advertisement in a centralized database, and storing identifying data in a user file. 

1 21. A system for storing and selectively presenting selected information to a 

2 user of a bidirectional communication system, comprising: 

3 a central computer system comprising an interface to communicate with remote 

4 users and content providers over a communications network facility; and 

5 a processor programmed to create at least one file for each user, and to be 

6 responsive to selection by a user of a particular piece of information to store data 

7 relating to the piece of information in the user's file, the processor being further 

8 programmed to present to each user, upon request, the data stored in the user's file. 

1 22. The system of claim 21 for use over a computer network, wherein the 
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2 interface is designed to communicate over the computer network. 

1 23. The system of claim 21 , wherein the processor is programmed to create a 

2 global file for each user, and to store the data in the global file for the user. 

1 24. The system of claim 21, wherein the processor is programmed to create a 

2 plurality of local files for each user, and to store the data in the corresponding local file 

3 for the user. 

1 25. The system of claim 21, wherein the processor is programmed to store at 

2 least one of graphical data, text data, video, audio and identification data. 

1 26. The system of claim 21, wherein the processor is programmed to retrieve 

2 a user's profile, and to store data in the user's file based on the user's profile. 

1 27. The system of claim 21, wherein the processor is programmed to present 

2 the stored data to the user, along with additional data relating to the selected 

3 information. 

1 28. The system of claim 21, wherein the processor is programmed to 

2 determine if the user is a registered user, and retrieving the user's profile if the user is a 

3 registered user. 

1 29. The system of claim 21, wherein the processor is programmed to create a 

2 corresponding file for each site visited by a user, and to store the data in the 

3 corresponding file. 

1 30. The system of claim 21, further including a server that maintains a 

2 database to determine an appropriate destination for a user based on the selected 

3 information, and programmed to route the user to the destination. 
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1 31 . The system of claim 21 , wherein the selected information comprises at 

2 least one advertisement, and wherein the processor is responsive to selection by a user of 

3 a particular advertisement to store data relating to the advertisement in the user's file. 

1 32. The system of claim 31 wherein the processor is programmed to direct the 

2 user to a URL of the selected advertisement. 
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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR TRACKING USER SELECTIONS MADE OVER A 
5 BIDIRECTIONAL COMMUNICATION SYSTEM 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention generally relates to the field of data 
communications over a bidirectional communication system. More specifically, the 
10 invention is directed to a method and system for tracking selections made by users, for 
example, the selection of particular advertisements by users, and for creating a profile 
and/or identifying each user and presenting to each user selected and/or customized 
advertisements. 

15 BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Bidirectional communication systems, such as the Internet, bring people 

from all corners of the world together, providing for the exchange of ideas, information, 

and the like. The Internet is fast replacing other more conventional means of 

communication, such as the mail and telephone. 
20 As is well known, the Internet is used by a number of content providers, 

which provide information, services, and the like, e.g., on their respective web sites. 

Many of these site operators sell advertising space on their sites to third party 

advertisers, which a user may click on to be directed to the advertiser's web site. Some 

of those content providers are publishers of newspapers, magazines, and the like, which 
25 provide access to their publications electronically over the Internet. Other content 

providers include those entities engaged in electronic commerce. 

Typically, both content and advertising are presented to a user at the same 

time. It is difficult for a user to pursue both content and advertising simultaneously. 

Thus, what is lacking is the ability to pursue one without losing or disregarding the 
30 other. 
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Internet advertising is also temporal in that there is no provision for 
efficiently and/or intelligently storing particular advertisements selected by a user, or of 
interest to the user. If the user is in a hurry, he or she may elect not to read an 
advertisement he or she otherwise would want to read. 

5 Accordingly, it will be apparent to those skilled in the art that there 

continues to be a need for a method and system for presenting particular advertisements 
and/or other information to certain users of a bidirectional communication system which 
uses a user profile and/or identification to handle those advertisements and/or 
information for that user. There is also a need for tracking and/or storing those 

10 advertisements and/or information of interest to a particular user. The present invention 
addresses such needs. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

According to the present invention, a method and system are provided for 

15 presenting information, for example, selected advertisements, to a user of a bidirectional 
communication system, such as the Internet or any other two-way network. In one 
illustrative embodiment, a user selects certain advertisements relating to goods and/or 
services on a web site, and those selections are stored by the system. Subsequently, 
when the user returns to the same site or to the system's site, the selected 

20 advertisements, as well as possibly new advertisements related to the same goods and/or 
services, are available to the user upon his or her request. 

In one embodiment, the system provides for the registration of users and 
includes a number of different storage options from which a user may select when he or 
she registers with the system, such as automatically storing each selected advertisement, 

25 querying the user upon each selection, and the like. 

In one illustrative embodiment, the present invention may be implemented 
using a computer network-based system associated with a web site which includes a 
processor operative to receive advertisement selections from a user and to store the 
selections in a database for future retrieval. When the user returns to the web site linked 

30 to the system, and requests their stored information, the processor retrieves the user's 
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profile, optionally determines whether any new advertisements are available for 
advertisers listed in the user's profile, and presents any such new advertisements to the 
user, in addition to the stored information. 

In another illustrative embodiment, the system maintains a number of 
5 databases for each user, each of which corresponds to a particular web site visited by the 
user. These databases may reside at the system, or alternatively may reside at the 
various web sites. 

Thus, the system of the present invention in one illustrative embodiment 
includes a central computer system comprising an interface to communicate with remote 

10 users and/or content providers over a communications network facility, and a processor 
programmed to receive advertisements for users and to create user profiles, and to 
present to each user, upon request, the stored information and, optionally, additional 
information, such as new advertisements, based upon each user's profile. 

According to another illustrative embodiment of the invention, the system 

15 creates an "ad-file" for each registered user, into which selected advertisements are 
stored for future retrieval and presentation to the user. In this manner, a user does not 
need to spend time reading an advertisement at the time it is presented to him or her at a 
web site, but may do so whenever it is convenient for the user. 

In one embodiment, the system maintains an ad-file for each site visited 

20 by a user, with the ad-files residing at either the system or, alternatively, at the various 
web sites themselves. In addition, the system preferably maintains one global ad-file for 
each user which stores all of the advertisements selected by that user at the various web 
sites. 

An illustrative method according to the present invention includes the 
25 steps of: presenting at least one advertisement to a user; creating a profile for the user if 
the user selects the advertisement; and, subsequently presenting the user with the 
advertisement and with additional information related to the original advertisement when 
the user returns to the system. 

30 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
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Other objects, features and advantages of the invention discussed in the 
above summary of the invention will be more clearly understood when taken together 
with the following detailed description of the embodiments which will be understood as 
being illustrative only, and the accompanying drawings reflecting aspects of those 
5 embodiments, in which: 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a system for creating advertising profiles for 
users on a bidirectional communication system according to one illustrative embodiment 
of the present invention; and 

FIG. 2 is a flow chart depicting the operational flow of the system of 

10 FIG. 1. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERR ED EMBODIMENTS 

Referring now to the drawings, and particularly to FIG. 1, there is shown 
a system 10 for storing and subsequently presenting selected advertisements to a user of 

15 a bidirectional communication system, such as the Internet or other two-way network, 
according to an illustrative embodiment of the present invention. Generally, the system 
includes a central tracking system 12 for receiving, storing, and presenting selected 
advertisements to users who access the system. The tracking system 12 creates and 
maintains a plurality of advertisement databases (i.e. "ad-files") for various users, with 

20 the ad-files storing user-selected advertisements for future retrieval, as is described in 
greater detail below. The tracking system is connected to a communication network 
facility 14 which provides for communication via telephone lines, data lines, or a 
functionally equivalent link to a number of remote users, each located at a respective 
terminal 16, and to a number of remote sites 18, for example, web sites, operated by 

25 various content providers, each of which includes a web server 21 programmed to 
present content to users over the network facility 14, as is conventional. The 
"terminals" referred to herein may be computers, telephones, facsimile machines, or any 
other suitable device which allows for bidirectional communication over a network, and 
includes an interface having well known hardware and software structure such as a 

30 modem, tone decoder, networking interface, and the like, which is operative to initiate a 
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connection via the communication network facility 14 to the central tracking system 12 
or to one of the web sites 18. 

It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that the communication 
network facility 14 may be a telephone, facsimile, or data network system, a cellular 

5 telephone system, or any other suitable communication system. As is well known in the 
art, data may be transmitted over a conventional telephone network system, and data 
terminals can be attached to a cellular telephone for receiving and sending information. 
In addition, the communication network facility may include the Internet, a wide area 
network (WAN), a local area network (LAN), local computer terminals, or other 

10 suitable computer-based networks. Thus, it will be apparent that any communications 
network facility which allows for the bidirectional transmission of data is suitable for use 
with the central tracking system 12 of the present invention. 

The central tracking system 12 in one illustrative embodiment includes a 
private system and preferably is located at the service provider's facility or similarly 

15 secure facilities. Alternatively, the system 12 may be part of a public network. For 
example, Internet service providers such as CompuServe®, America Online®, 
Earthlink®, and others provide access to various web sites to thereby make the data 
available to subscribers. Thus, it will be apparent that the system 10 of the present 
invention can either be implemented as a private network, or may be implemented in 

20 connection with a public network, for example, the Internet. 

In one illustrative embodiment, the central tracking system 12 includes a 
number of communication ports C connected to the communication network facility 14 
for simultaneous, two-way communication with one or more of the users 16 and/or web 
sites 18. The respective communication ports C are also connected to an interface 19 

25 which is part of the central tracking system 12 and represents and incorporates well 

known hardware and software structures to allow for simultaneous communications with 
plural users and web sites. While only one tracking system 12 is shown, it will be 
apparent that there may be a plurality of such systems, each of which corresponds to one 
or more of the web sites or the like. 

30 The central tracking system 12 further includes a processor 20 and 
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memory 22. The processor 20 is coupled to the interface 19 to communicate 
information with the remote users via the terminals 16 and with the remote web sites 18, 
as is described in greater detail below. The memory 22 is electrically connected to the 
processor, and receives and stores data from the processor, such as user profile 

5 information regarding selected advertisements, the advertisements themselves, as well as 
user registration information supplied by the users upon registering with the system 12. 

In one illustrative embodiment, the memory 22 is hierarchical and may 
include cache memory, RAM memory, disk subsystem memory, optical media, and/or 
tape and remote storage devices that can be accessed as needed. 

10 The system 10 of the present invention creates and maintains a number of 

databases which serve to link various predetermined advertisements (e.g., "ad-file 
enabled advertisements") to the appropriate tracking system 12, so that a user who 
selects an advertisement is at least initially directed to the system 12, rather than being 
directed to the advertiser's web site, to provide the user with the option of creating 

15 and/or modifying his or her ad-file, as is described in greater detail below. In one 

embodiment, a first database links each advertisement to a unique ad system URL which 
identifies the particular advertisement. In the case of ad-file enabled advertisements, 
each advertisement includes an embedded URL which links the advertisement to an ad 
server 30 which maintains the first database in memory 32. Thus, when a user clicks on 

20 the advertisement, instead of being directed to the advertiser's web site (via the ad 
server), as is conventional, the user is instead routed to the ad server, which then 
accesses the first database to determine the URL of the appropriate ad-file (which is 
preferably stored at one of the tracking systems 12). The ad server and the first database 
are controlled by the web sites 18, and may reside anywhere, so long as the web sites 

25 may access them when a user clicks on an ad-file enabled advertisement. Alternatively, 
the system may be designed such that the ad server is accessed regardless of whether the 
advertisement is ad-file enabled, with the ad server then accessing the association table 
in the database to determine an appropriate tracking system URL based on the particular 
advertisement that was selected, as is described in greater detail below. 

30 The tracking system 12 which maintains the appropriate ad-file also stores 
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a number of databases, which may be in the form of association tables. One association 
table links the ad system URL with an advertisement identification number, which serves 
to uniquely identify the advertisement selected by the user at the web site 18. The 
association table also links the advertisement ID number to the actual advertisement 
5 URL (i.e., the real URL associated with the advertisement). Alternatively, the 

advertisement URL may be provided by the ad server, as is described in greater detail 
below. It will be understood that each tracking system 12 may service a number of ad- 
file URLs, such that a plurality of different URLs direct the user to the same system 12, 
where the system can determine the appropriate advertiser URL by accessing the 

10 association table in the database. 

The tracking system 12 also maintains a user identifying database which, 
in one illustrative embodiment, relies on the receipt of "cookies" to determine the 
identity of the user. As is well known in the art, a cookie is a unique identifier sent by a 
content provider the first time content is sent to a particular computer that is typically 

15 associated with a user. The cookie is stored on the user's machine, and is transmitted by 
the user's machine with each subsequent request to that particular content provider to 
identify the user. Thus, the user identifying database associates cookies with a unique 
user ID number, and with that user's profile. Alternatively, the system may simply ask 
the user to enter a user name and/or password for identification purposes. 

20 Preferably, the system 12 also maintains a log file, which stores a user ID 

number, the advertisement identification number, a time stamp, and the action 
performed (e.g., whether the ad was saved in the user's ad-file or not). 

The special features of the system of the present invention are 
implemented, in part, by software programs stored in memory 22 of the central tracking 

25 system 12. The software programs are stored in one or more preselected data files and 
are accessible by the processor 20, the function of which is described in greater detail in 
connection with FIG. 2. 

The system 10 may store the user-selected advertisement in many 
different ways. In one embodiment, the system 10 maintains a "global" ad-file for each 

30 user, which is a data file that stores each advertisement selected by a user at the various 
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web sites. The global ad-file preferably resides at the tracking system 12. 
Alternatively, the system may maintain a number of "local" ad-files for each user 
corresponding to the various web sites visited by the user. The local ad-files may reside 
at each web site, or alternatively at the tracking system 12, but preferably in a manner 

transparent to the user. 

Thus, in one illustrative embodiment of the invention, an advertiser may 
provide a conventional advertising banner (i.e., graphics) to the operator of the ad-file 
tracking system 12, along with an embedded URL of the advertiser. The operator of the 
tracking system 12 stores the banner and embedded URL, and provides an ad-file URL 
to the advertiser, which the advertiser provides to the web site operator, along with the 
banner. The web site operator then links the ad-file URL with the advertisement in the 
association table in the database. Thus, when a user clicks on the banner, the user is not 
directed to the advertiser's web site, but instead is directed to the ad server associated 
with the web site operator. As described above, the ad server then accesses the database 
15 to determine the appropriate ad-file URL for that advertisement, and directs the user to 
that URL, as is described in greater detail below. 

Alternatively, the operator of a web site 18 may contract with the 
operator of the system 12, and provide the operator of the system 12 with one or more 
advertising banners previously received from various advertisers, along with the URL(s) 
20 associated with the advertisement(s). The operator of the system 12 stores those banners 
and URLs, and then provides the web site 18 with various ad-file URLs to link to the 
corresponding advertisements. 

It will be apparent that the invention can be implemented by web site 
content providers such as publishers and the like, by brand advertisers, either on their 
25 own web sites or on content provider web sites, by entities engaged in electronic 

commerce, and the like. 

Referring now to FIG. 2, the operation of the system 10 of the present 
invention is described in conjunction with the above structural description of the central 
tracking system 12 and the remote user terminals 16. As illustrated in FIG. 2, the 
30 process begins when a user at one of the remote terminals 16 accesses a content 
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provider's web site 18 via the communication network facility 14. Once communication 
is established with the web site 18, operation begins at step 50, and the user receives 
information from the web server at the web site, which includes one or more 
advertisements, as is conventional. At step 52, the user clicks on one of the 
5 advertisements, desiring to be directed to the advertiser's web site. At step 54, the ad 
server 30 maintained by the web site determines the appropriate ad system URL, with 
the ad system URL directing the user to the tracking system 12 and also including a 
unique ad identifier to identify the advertisement selected by the user. 

Operation then flows to step 58, and the user is directed to the tracking 

10 system 12 via the ad system URL. Also transmitted to the ad system URL is the real 
URL of the advertisement. At step 60, the system 12 determines whether a cookie is 
transmitted from the user's terminal. If so, this indicates that the user has already 
visited the tracking system 12, operation proceeds to step 62, and the system retrieves 
the user's profile. If, on the other hand, the user's terminal 16 does not transmit a 

15 cookie, then operation flows to step 64 and the user is registered as either a first-time 
visitor or as an existing user using a different terminal. 

Once the user's profile is retrieved or created, operation flows to step 66, 
and the system 12 determines, from the user's profile, whether the user's preference is 
to save every advertisement he or she selects. If the user preference is to save every ad, 

20 the user's indication to save the ad and/or the advertisement graphics themselves are 
saved in the user's ad-file at step 68, along with the advertiser's URL, for future 
retrieval. As described above, the advertisement can be stored in a global ad-file, a 
local ad-file, or both. Alternatively, each advertisement may be saved in one central 
database at the system 12, with a user's ad-file simply storing a link to that 

25 advertisement. In that manner, storage space is optimized. Optionally, the user is also 
notified that the advertisement (or a link to the advertisement) has been saved. The user 
may then be directed back to the original web site which presented the advertisement to 
the user. Alternatively, the user may be directed to the advertiser's web site after the 
advertisement has been saved by using the advertiser's URL transmitted by the ad server 

30 30. 
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If, at step 66, the automatic saving of each advertisement is not the user's 
preference, operation instead proceeds to step 70, and the system 12 determines whether 
the user's preference is to be asked whether he or she wishes to go to the advertiser's 
web site. If the user's preference is to be asked whether he or she wishes to go to the 
5 advertiser's web site, operation flows to step 72, and the system 12 queries the user 
whether he or she wishes to be directed to the advertiser's web site. If the user wishes 
to be directed to the advertiser's web site, operation proceeds to step 74, and the system 
stores the advertisement (or the link to it) in the user's ad-file. Operation then proceeds 
to step 76, and the user is directed to the advertiser's web site. 
!0 If, at step 70, the user's preference is not the "always ask" option, 

operation proceeds instead to step 78, and the system 12 determines whether the user's 
preference is to always go to the advertiser's web site. If the user's preference is to 
always go to the advertiser's web site, operation proceeds to step 74 and the 
advertisement (or the link to it) is stored in the user's ad-file. Operation then proceeds 
15 to step 76 and the user is directed to the advertiser's web site. 

If at step 78, it is determined that the user's preference is to not always go 
to the advertiser's web site, operation proceeds to step 80, and the user is redirected 
back to the publisher's site. 

Thus, a user will create a file of stored advertisements or links to 
20 advertisements (the user's ad-file), which is maintained at the tracking system 12 in 
memory 22, to which the user may return at some later time. In addition, advertisers 
may have promotions or new advertisements, and will provide those promotions and/or 
new advertisements to the operator of the tracking system 12. Then, when the user 
accesses the system 12, the system retrieves the user's ad-file and presents the 
25 advertisements to the user. In addition, if any of the promotions or new advertisements 
relate to the same goods and/or services as those advertisements stored in the user's ad- 
file, the system may either present the promotions or new advertisement(s) to the user, 
or inform the user that promotions or new advertisements exist and ask the user whether 
he or she wishes to be presented with those promotions or advertisement(s). In this 
30 manner, users may be presented with only certain advertisements based upon the user's 

10 
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profile. 

Alternatively, an advertiser may generate a new advertisement which is 
intended to be a substitute for an old advertisement, or may provide additional 
information to supplement an old advertisement. Thus, the new advertisement (or 
5 supplemental information) may be stored in the ad-files of the users who selected the old 
advertisement, with the old advertisement being removed from those ad-files in the case 
of a new advertisement. In addition, advertisers may have ad schedules, with certain 
advertisements being stored in the various ad-files depending on the time of year. 

When an advertisement is retrieved by the tracking system 12, it may be 
10 provided to the user in a number of ways. In one preferred embodiment, as is described 
above, the advertisement is transmitted to the user via the communication network 
facility 14. Alternatively, the advertisement may be transmitted as an electronic mail 
("email") transmission, a facsimile transmission, or any other suitable transmission. 

From the foregoing, it will be apparent that the system 10 of the present 
15 invention provides a convenient, efficient system for storing and later presenting 
information, for example, selected advertisements, to a user of a bidirectional 
communication system. In addition, the system stores selected advertisements for a user 
which the user may access at some later time to read. 

The system 12 may generate revenue for the system operator in the form 
20 of any one or more of advertising fees, registration fees, and the like. 

While forms of the invention have been described, it will be apparent to 
those skilled in the art that various modifications and improvements may be made, 
without departing from the spirit and scope of the invention. As such, it is not intended 
that the invention be limited to the illustrative embodiments set forth herein. 
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS: 



1 1 . A method for storing and selectively presenting selected information to a 

2 user of a bidirectional communication system, comprising the steps of: 

3 storing data relating to the information in a preselected file, in response to the 

4 selection of the information by the user; and 

5 subsequently presenting the data to the user in response to a user request. 

1 2. The method of claim 1, further including the step of redirecting the user 

2 to a central tracking system in response to the selection of particular information by the 

3 user. 

1 3. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of storing data comprises storing 

2 the data in a global file at a central tracking system. 

1 4. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of storing data comprises storing 

2 the data in a selected local file for the user. 

1 5. The method of claim 4, wherein the local file is maintained at a central 

2 tracking system. 

1 6. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of storing data comprises storing 

2 at least one of graphical data, text data, audio, video and identification data. 

1 7. The method of claim 2, wherein the step of storing data comprises storing 

2 data corresponding to each piece of information selected by the user. 

1 8. The method of claim 2, wherein the step of storing data comprises 

2 querying the user whether to store data for each piece of information selected by the 

3 user, and storing data corresponding to the pieces of information that the user designates 
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4 for storage. 

1 9. The method of claim 1 , wherein the step of presenting comprises 

2 presenting the data along with additional data relating to the selected information. 

1 10. The method of claim 1 , wherein the information comprises at least one 

2 advertisement, and further including the step of directing the user to a URL of the 

3 selected advertisement after storing the data relating to the selected advertisement. 

1 1 1 . The method of claim 1 , further including the steps of directing the user to 

2 a central tracking system, and creating a profile for the user and registering the user if 

3 the user is a new user. 

1 12. The method of claim 1 , further including the steps of directing the user to 

2 a central tracking system, determining if the user is a registered user, retrieving the 

3 user's profile if the user is a registered user, and presenting additional information based 

4 on said profile. 

1 13. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of storing comprises storing, in 

2 addition to the data relating to the selected information, additional data in the preselected 

3 file, and presenting the additional data to the user in response to the user request. 

1 14. The method of claim 1 , wherein the step of storing comprises storing, in 

2 the preselected file, a link to a selected piece of information. 

1 15. The method of claim 1 , further including the step of creating a 

2 corresponding file for each site visited by a user, and wherein the step of storing 

3 comprises storing the data in the corresponding file. 

1 16. The method of claim 1 , further including the steps of maintaining a 
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2 database to link selected pieces of information to a central tracking system, and directing 

3 a user to the central tracking system when the user selects one or more of the selected 

4 pieces of information. 

1 17. The method of claim 1 , further including the steps of accessing a server 

2 when a user selects a piece of information, and accessing, at the server, a database to 

3 determine an appropriate destination based on the selected information, and routing the 

4 user to the destination. 

1 18. The method of claim 1 , further including the steps of maintaining, at a 

2 central tracking system, a database to link unique pieces of information with a URL for 

3 the information. 

1 19. The method of claim 1, further including the step of identifying the user 

2 via a user identification database and information transmitted by the user's terminal. 

1 20. The method of claim 1, wherein the information comprises 

2 advertisements, and wherein the step of storing data comprises the steps of storing the 

3 advertisement in a centralized database, and storing identifying data in a user file. 

1 21. A system for storing and selectively presenting selected information to a 

2 user of a bidirectional communication system, comprising: 

3 a central computer system comprising an interface to communicate with remote 

4 users and content providers over a communications network facility; and 

5 a processor programmed to create at least one file for each user, and to be 

6 responsive to selection by a user of a particular piece of information to store data 

7 relating to the piece of information in the user's file, the processor being further 

8 programmed to present to each user, upon request, the data stored in the user's file. 

1 22. The system of claim 21 for use over a computer network, wherein the 
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2 interface is designed to communicate over the computer network. 



1 23. The system of claim 21 , wherein the processor is programmed to create a 

2 global file for each user, and to store the data in the global file for the user. 

1 24. The system of claim 21, wherein the processor is programmed to create a 

2 plurality of local files for each user, and to store the data in the corresponding local file 

3 for the user. 

1 25. The system of claim 21 , wherein the processor is programmed to store at 

2 least one of graphical data, text data, video, audio and identification data. 

1 26. The system of claim 21, wherein the processor is programmed to retrieve 

2 a user's profile, and to store data in the user's file based on the user's profile. 

1 27. The system of claim 21 , wherein the processor is programmed to present 

2 the stored data to the user, along with additional data relating to the selected 

3 information. 

1 28. The system of claim 21 , wherein the processor is programmed to 

2 determine if the user is a registered user, and retrieving the user's profile if the user is a 

3 registered user. 

1 29. The system of claim 21 , wherein the processor is programmed to create a 

2 corresponding file for each site visited by a user, and to store the data in the 

3 corresponding file. 

1 30. The system of claim 21, further including a server that maintains a 

2 database to determine an appropriate destination for a user based on the selected 

3 information, and programmed to route the user to the destination. 
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1 3 1 The system of claim 2 1 , wherein the selected information comprises at 

2 least one advertisement, and wherein the processor is responsive to selection by a user of 

3 a particular advertisement to store data relating to the advertisement in the user's file. 

1 32. The system of claim 3 1 wherein the processor is programmed to direct the 

2 user to a URL of the selected advertisement. 
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